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Due to the implementation of the Tax Cuts and Jobs Act of 2017, and rising expenses 
within the industry of intercollegiate athletics, there is a growing need for practitioners to 
reexamine their fundraising practices in order to maximize revenue. One fundraising strategy 
that is commonly used among intercollegiate athletic programs in the National Collegiate 
Athletic Association (NCAA) Division I Football Subdivision is the concept of tiered reward 
systems. Currently, there is no published research or empirical analysis that examines the 
structure and pricing strategy of these systems. It is for this reason that this research paper is 
designed to provide an empirical examination of tiered reward systems. Ultimately, the findings 
in this study provide practitioners with valuable insight to the current economic landscape of 
tiered reward systems within intercollegiate athletic departments. 
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LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 
 
FBS  Football Bowl Subdivision, which is the highest level of college football in the 
NCAA Division I.  
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In 2017, NCAA President, Mark Emmert, stated that every university and college has “… 
a responsibility to take care of their students and make sure that they're healthy. It shouldn't 
matter whether it's a little liberal arts college of 1,200 or Ohio State or Texas. That ought to be 
the same." (Tokasz, para.7, 2017). While this may be true, fulfilling this responsibility has been 
easier said than done for many colleges and universities. Government spending toward public 
universities and colleges remains far beneath historic levels. In fact, overall state funding for 
both two-year and four-year colleges was almost $9 billion below the levels during the Great 
Recession in 2008—after adjusting for inflation (Mitchell, Leachman & Masterson, 2017). For 
this reason, the majority of colleges and universities have faced severe budget constraints, thus 
there has been a growing expectation for intercollegiate athletic departments to become more 
self-sufficient. Yet, only about 10% of public institutions in the NCAA Division I FBS have 
been able to generate revenue equal to or above their total annual expenses (Berkowitz & 
Schnaars, 2017).  
Traditionally, the largest athletic-generated revenue streams for public institutions in the  
Division I FBS are fundraising revenue, football ticket sales, basketball ticket sales, conference 
distribution, and NCAA distribution (Fulk, 2016).  Above all, athletic departments rely heavily 
on private contributions from their community of alumni and other organizations. In fact, 
fundraising revenue annually accounts for $26.72 million of department revenue for Division I 
FBS athletic programs in the top quartile of expenses (Fulks, 2016; Wanless, Martinez, 




that athletic departments have faced multifaceted challenges in attempts to become or remain 
financially solvent. To start, expenditures have increased significantly over time due to 
institutions’ competitive desires to acquire world class facilities, and other resources that attract 
recruits, talented coaches and other personnel (Newlon, 2014). Popularly known as the “arms 
race,” many athletic departments have invested millions of dollars in efforts to become or remain 
competitive (Morales, 2016). Second, athletic departments have experienced declines in game-
day attendance (Dodd, 2018). According to the NCAA data, the average home game attendance 
in the 2017 football season substantially decreased by 1,409 people per game from 2016 (NCAA 
Research, 2016; NCAA Research 2017). This decrease is the lowest drop in attendance in thirty-
four years (Dodd, 2018). In essence, a decline in game day attendance equates to lower ticket 
revenues received, which creates financial challenges for athletic departments round the country. 
Further illustrating the need for examining fundraising strategies, athletic departments are most 
recently facing changes in U.S tax code policy (Smith, 2017). In December of 2017, President 
Donald Trump signed into law the Tax Cuts and Jobs Act, which removes the ability for donors 
to receive up to 80% tax deductions for season ticket-related donations. The House Ways and 
Means Committee projects that the government will net $200 million per year from this 
adjustment. On the other hand, the elimination of the tax deduction has left donors with less 
incentive to give; University of Alabama Athletic Director, Greg Byrne, expressed that he is 
“very concerned” with the potential effects of the policy, as the previous tax code enabled 
athletic departments to incentivize donors and effectively fund student-athlete scholarships 
(Smith, 2017).  
One fundraising strategy common among most Division I FBS athletic departments is the 




amounts in exchange for benefits such as access to football tickets and parking. Fundamentally, 
the quantity and economic value of the incentives increase the more that a donor gives. Despite 
the need to increase annual contribution revenue, there currently is not any published research or 
empirical analysis that examines and evaluates the pricing strategies of these tiered reward 
systems. This results in a gap in fundraising literature. Rather, the majority of fundraising 
literature is replete with knowledge pertaining to donor behavior, donor retention, and donor 
motivations (Gladden, Mahony & Apostolopoulou, 2005; Mahony, Gladden & Funk, 2003; Park, 
Ko, Kim, Sagas & Eddosary, 2016; Shapiro & Ridinger, 2011; Stinson & Howard, 2004; Stinson 
& Howard, 2010; Tsiotsou, 1998; Verner, Hecht & Fransler, 1998). Past publications in the sport 
industry have also researched the value of season tickets (Drayer, Shapiro & Lee, 2012), 
corporate sponsor naming rights (Popp, DeSchriver, McEvoy & Diehl, 2016), and sponsorship 
apparel deals (Jensen, Wakefield, Cobbs & Turner, 2016), but not tiered reward systems. 
Ultimately, research related to examining the strategy of tiered reward structures and prices can 
aid academics and practitioners in understanding how to improve fundraising strategies, which in 
turn, can help offset the rising expenses in college athletics.   
PURPOSE OF STUDY 
The aforementioned challenges that most athletic departments face have increased the 
need for practitioners and academics to acquire a more holistic understanding about effective 
fundraising strategies. Over the last decade, athletic departments such as Virginia Tech have not 
revised the pricing structure of these tiered reward systems despite market changes. In fact, prior 
to the 2017-2018 academic year, Virginia Tech’s athletic department had not adjusted their 
donation levels in 20 years (Bitter, 2016). Given this notion, it may serve athletic departments 




them to establish more effective giving levels, rather than relying on traditional methods that 
have not been empirically tested and are not grounded in fundraising literature.  
This is an exploratory study designed to help mend the gap in fundraising literature 
within the field of intercollegiate athletic by analyzing the current structure and prices of tiered 
reward systems. More specifically, an empirical analysis will be conducted to determine whether 
there are relationships between market factors as they relate to (a) the number of tiered reward 
levels, (b) the mean prices of tiered reward levels, and (c) the total annual donation revenue 
received by athletic departments.  
This exploratory study will seek to answer the following research questions: 
• Research Question 1: What is the current structure of tiered reward systems at 
Division I FBS institutions? Specifically, what are the measures of central 
tendencies and variances for both the number of tiered reward levels, and their 
respective minimum price requirements? 
• Research Question 2: What is the current structure of tiered reward levels and the 
mean values for minimum tiered reward level prices for Division I FBS 
institutions that have varying levels of annual contribution revenue?  
• Research Question 3: What explanatory variables predict the variance in the 
number of tiered reward levels at Division I FBS institutions? 
• Research Question 4: What explanatory variables predict the variance in the tiered 
reward minimum price requirements at Division I FBS institutions? 
• Research Question 5: Is there a relationship between the mean value for tiered 
reward minimum price requirements and annual donation level revenue? (when 




• Research Question 6: Is there a relationship between the number of tiered reward 





CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
 
Donor Motivation 
Over the past 30 years, scholars have extensively researched the art of fundraising in 
intercollegiate athletic programs (Park et al., 2016). Although knowledge in this area is still 
developing, many researchers have examined factors that influence donor motivations (Gladden 
et al., 2005; Howard & Stinson, 2004; Mahony et al., 2003; Park et al., 2016; Shapiro & 
Ridinger, 2011; Tsiotsou, 1998; Verner et al., 1998). Scholars have developed methods in order 
to accomplish this task. In 1985, the Athletics Contributions Questionnaire (ACQ) was created to 
identify potential donor motivations such as philanthropic, social, success, and tangible benefits 
(Billing, Holt & Smith,1985). To further extend the understanding about donor motivations, 
Staurowsky, Parkhouse and Sachs (1996) built the Athletics Contribution Questionnaire Revised 
Edition II (ACQUIRE II), which added two new motives: “curiosity” (derives from the donor’s 
interest in athletics and needs related with athletics) and “power” (donating in order to obtain 
influence within athletic department operations) (Gladden et al., 2005). Moreover, factor analysis 
revealed that motivations related to curiosity were eventually eliminated and factors related to 
success were expanded. The “success” construct was created to include success I, which is 
related to supporting the achievement of the college or university, and success II, which is 
related to past college athletic participation and the influence that the athletic department has on 
the state (Gladden et al., 2005).  
In order to expand the literature pertaining to donor motivations, the creation of the 




instrument did not include factors such as the “promotion of the school and community”, or 
“success related to the athletic program”, it incorporates the following 11 donor motivations 
distinctive from prior research: (a) participation in secondary events (desire to receive access to 
events exclusive to donors), (b) public recognition (desire for the organization to express 
appreciation/recognition), (c) giving of time and energy (desire to become engaged beyond 
simply making financial contributions), (d)  inside information (desire to attain privileged 
information mainly about personnel), (e) priority treatment (desire to access special donor related 
benefits), (f) philanthropy (desire to promote good will and offer assistance to help student-
athletes), (g) collaboration (desire to work jointly with athletic department personnel), (h) create 
(desire to bring about entirely new change or create something new within  the athletic 
department), (i) change (desire to modify or alter something), (j) curiosity (eagerness to attain 
information related to team status and consultation with athletic staff personnel), (k) and power 
(desire to control or influence athletic department operations) (Verner et al., 1998). The results of 
this study concluded each of the 11 factors independently demonstrated statistical significance, 
and therefore, explained a sufficient level of variation in underlying donor motivations; the level 
of explained variance for each independent variable ranged from 2% to 74%, and averaged about 
29% for each variable (Verner et al., 1998).   
Moreover, research studies have identified that donors are primarily motivated to give for 
either altruistic and transactional reasons (Comstock 1988; Hammersmith 1985; Prince & File, 
1994; Mann, 2007). Donors who give for the sole purpose of receiving tangible benefits are 
identified as transaction-motivated. Donor motivations for this group might include tangible 
benefits such as such as priority seating and parking privileges (Isherwood, 1986). According to 




benefits (Mahoney et al., 2003; Wells et al., 2005). In contrast to transactional motivations, 
donors who are motivated to give through receiving intangible factors, or for the primary benefit 
of recipients, are altruistically-motivated (Popp, Barrett & Weight, 2016). Research has 
suggested that donors with altruistic motivations are influenced by factors such as special 
recognition (Isherwood, 1986), supporting the image of the state and university (Hammersmith, 
1985), desire to support student-athlete’s academic achievement and athletic performances 
(Mahoney et al., 2005), and enhancing the quality and image of their respective athletic program 
(Comstock, 1988; Hammersmith, 1985). In terms of frequency, one study reported that the desire 
to help student-athletes was the third highest ranked—accounting for 29% of respondents—in 
comparison to other donor motivations (Mahoney et al., 2005).  
In mainstream fundraising literature, there is a plethora of reported factors that influence 
donor giving (Comstock, 1988; Hammersmith, 1985; Isherwood, 1986; Mahoney et al., 2005). 
However, research related to the motivations that underlie individual donor behavior among 
different contribution levels is sparse. Donor Motivation in College Sport: Does Contribution 
Level Matter was one of the first studies to provide insight on individual donor motivations in 
this context (Park et al., 2016). The results of this research, which are consistent with past 
findings, have stated that both low and high contribution donors were primarily motivated by the 
growth needs of philanthropy (Park et al., 2016; Gladden & Mahoney, 2005; Verner et al., 1998). 
Other large motivations included vicarious achievement and display of commitment (Park et al., 
2016). In addition, the study identified tangible benefits were the highest rated motive within the 
high contribution group, and the second highest rated motive for the low contribution group.  
The added value that comes from making the tangible donations (i.e. access to parking, season 




the donors who were non-altruistically motivated were more likely to be influenced by the 
tangible benefits received for donating to the athletic department (Park et al., 2016; Sojka, 1986). 
It is also important to note that the research results for this particular study revealed that factors 
such as power and public recognition were not statistically significant motivators in donor’s 
decisions to make financial contributions (Park et al., 2016). The lack of significance found in 
the factor of “power” prove consistent with the previous research of Mahoney, Gladden, and 
Funk (2003).  
Although literature pertaining to donor motivations has expanded over the last 40 years, 
researchers have not yet developed a comprehensive understanding as it relates to college 
athletics (Wanless et al., 2017); To date, an empirically tested set of best donor relation practices 
has not yet been published (Wanless et al., 2017). However, philanthropic research outside of 
intercollegiate athletics has assessed the effectiveness of fundraising practices as it relates to the 
development and evaluation of reward tiers (Chen, Thomas, & Kohli, 2016; Kaartemo, 2017). In 
all, a more comprehensive understanding of donor motivations combined with the 
implementation of empirically tested practices can aid athletic departments in assessing 
strategies behind tiered reward systems. 
Tiered Reward Systems  
Tiered reward systems are a common fundraising strategy in both the crowdfunding 
(Kaartemo, 2017) and hotel industry (Tanford, 2013). Suitably, these industries provide a basis 
for understanding tiered reward system strategies and their fundraising effectiveness. To start, 
tiered reward systems or programs present a desired set of privileges and benefits at each level in 
exchange for a person’s donation or purchase (Tanford, 2013). There are no rules or regulations 




al., 2016). However, in order to be effective, each tiered reward level is designed to improve the 
product or service’s proposition value, while also adding value to the member (Dowling & 
Uncles, 1997; Shoemaker & Lewis, 1999). For this reason, the size of the reward typically 
corresponds with the level of donation—the greater the donation or purchase, the larger the 
reward (Chen et al., 2016). It is also suggested that reward levels consist of a range of services or 
products of varying qualities (Hu, Li & Shi, 2015; Tanford, 2013). For example, the Marriott 
Rewards program is categorized into four different membership levels—Basic Member, Silver 
Elite, Gold Elite, and Platinum Elite—and the Platinum Elite members receive free room 
upgrades and priority check-in, while those who qualify as only a Basic Member do not receive 
such incentives (Marriott Rewards Membership, 2018). A primary motive for Marriot and other 
businesses or organizations to structure their tiered reward levels linearly is to incentivize each 
member to donate or purchase more so they can receive the benefits provided in higher tiered 
reward levels (Tanford, 2013). In addition, tiered reward levels can lead to brand commitment 
among members because it establishes a sense of identity within each tiered reward level 
(McCall & Voorhees, 2010). For example, research by Dreze and Nines (2009) found that some 
members in higher tiered reward levels have been known to feel a sense of superiority over 
members in lower tiered reward levels. This feeling of exclusivity or prestige associated with 
donating to reach or remain in high tiered reward levels has allowed for organizations and 
businesses to capitalize on donation revenue (McCardle, Rajaram & Tang, 2009); This is 
typically done by increasing overall donation levels amounts to accommodate consumer identity 
and demand. (McCardle et al., 2009).  
The establishment of a tiered reward system is also common practice in the crowdfunding 




linked to crowdfunding performance (Mollick & Nanda, 2016); However, current researchers 
believe that projects should not create an unlimited amount of reward tiers (Chen et al., 2016). It 
is the quality of the reward, rather than the mere existence of tiered rewards, which has the most 
influence to crowd funders (Chen et al., 2016; Horisch, 2015). In 2016, research also suggested 
that the number of tiered reward levels should be kept to a minimum and should be added upon 
only when necessary (Chen et al., 2016). It was found that the redundancy of reward gifts among 
different levels can also decrease the effectiveness of crowdfunding projects. For this reason, 
each reward tier should be unique and only associated with meaningful levels of donation 
categories (Chen et al., 2016). 
According to Harbaugh (1998), the majority of donors tend to give only the minimum 
contribution amount required to receive the rewards or benefits of a higher tiered reward level 
(Harbaugh, 1998). Similarly, researchers also found that some donors make contributions 
slightly above the minimum reward for each respective tiered reward level (McCardle et al., 
2009). On the other hand, researchers also discovered that there were no contributions that were 
made that were slightly below the minimum amount necessary to receive a particular reward tier 
level. This researcher ultimately suggests that, if a donor’s original contribution level is close to 
the minimum of the next donation level tier, then they are typically willing to donate enough 
money to qualify for that next tier. On the other hand, there were no sufficient findings to 
supported decreases in donations levels (McCardle et al., 2009). 
In a recent study, researchers examined whether the types of reward products and the 
amount of tiered reward levels effected crowdfunding performance (Chen et al., 2016). This 
particular study collected a stratified random sample of 200 campaigns projects completed 




only campaigns that were completed were included in the sample size. After conducting a 
regression analysis, researchers discovered that fewer tiered reward levels were associated with 
higher donation levels. In a subgroup analysis, these researchers also discovered that campaigns 
that had total of six tiered reward levels, in comparison to any other amount, had the highest 
average percentage of fundraising goals met. In regards to product type, researchers found that 
products that have a functional or practical purpose, also known as utilitarian products, had 
positively influenced donation levels at a greater rate than hedonic products, or products that 
provide enjoyment and experiential or aesthetic value (Chen et al., 2016).  
Historically, intercollegiate athletic departments have offered rewards (i.e. the ability to 
purchase season tickets) to donors in order to incentivize them to make annual contributions 
(Coughlin & Erekson, 1985). For example, the Ohio State University incentivizes recent alumni 
to donate by offering them the opportunity to purchase two season football ticket packages, 
providing an invitation to the annual Buckeye Club reception, a membership card that includes 
discounts on concessions, two guest tickets to attend Olympic sporting events, exclusive access 
to fast pass lines, and more ("Buckeye Club Levels, Benefits", 2018). In reality, the Ohio State 
University and other athletic departments structure each donation incentive into tiered reward 
levels. It is important to note that many athletic departments structure their prices, amount of 
reward tiers, and incentives differently. This can be attributed to the fact that there are no 
government rules or regulations pertaining to tiered reward systems that organization or 
businesses must follow (Chen et al., 2016). Similar to tiered reward systems in the hotel and 
crowdfunding industry, the size of the reward typically corresponds with the level of donation—
the larger the donation, the grander the donor’s reward is. For example, the University of 




reception with the Director of Athletics. Those who donate less than that amount does not 
receive that opportunity (“The Annual Fund”, 2018). 
Athletic departments have used strategic pricing strategies to generate revenue in areas 
such as ticket sales (Drayer et al., 2012), sponsorships, and naming rights pricing strategies 
(Popp et al., 2016). However, very little is known about how athletic departments construct and 
evaluate pricing strategies for new or existing tiered reward levels. For this reason, the following 
section of literature review seeks to examine pricing literature common outside of intercollegiate 
athletics such as the hotel and airline industries. Knowledge from these industries can provide a 
basis of understanding and comparison for how pricing strategies found in revenue management 
theory may relate to that of tiered reward systems in intercollegiate athletic departments.  
Revenue Management 
 The term revenue management, also known as yield management, is a systematic process 
that uses predicted consumer demand levels to determine prices and maximize revenue (Kimes 
1989); this allows price-sensitive consumers who wish to purchase services or products at off-
peak times for considerably lower prices, while also giving consumers who aren’t price sensitive, 
the ability to purchase tickets at peak times for considerably higher prices (Kimes, Chase, Choi, 
Kee & Ngonzi, 1998). As a huge advocate for revenue management, former CEO of American 
Airlines, Robert Crandall, estimated that revenue management was solely responsible for 
producing $1.4 billion in incremental revenue within a three-year period (Smith, Leimkuhler & 
Darrow 1992).  For this reason, he believed that revenue management was the most significant 
technological advancement since the era of airline deregulation. Similarly, the hotel industry 
adopted the concept of revenue management about ten years after the airline industry created it 




by adjusting the prices of time sensitive and differentiate products such as rooms (Hank, Cross & 
Noland, 1992). However, this goal to maximize revenue was impacted due to the economic 
downturn of the 2001 recession (Cross et al., 2009). At this point in history, industry managers 
re-evaluated their pricing strategies to optimally suit market demand (Gehrels & Blanar, 2017). 
 To continue, research related to revenue management strategies has evolved significantly 
over the past thirty-five years (Cross, 1997; Cross et al., 2009; Hank et al., 1992; Hayes & 
Miller, 2011; Mainzer, 2004; Milla & Shoemaker, 2008; Ng, 2010; Kimes, 2010a; Kimes, 2011). 
This added complexity can be accredited to the advent of the internet and the advancement of 
technology. This more easily allowed industry managers to collect consumer demand data such 
as customer preferences and demographic data (Elmaghraby & keskinocak, 2003). The advent of 
the computer technology also allowed for practitioners to use dynamic pricing software’s, which 
contained more complex algorithms for maximizing revenue (Elmaghraby & keskinocak, 2003). 
Researcher Sheryl Kimes (1989) has created revenue management theories that 
practitioners and academics have widely adopted (Drayer et al., 2012). Kimes stated that revenue 
management publications have been divided into three areas of research streams (1) inventory 
control, or the management of consumer usage trends, (2) descriptive, or the utilization of 
revenue management theory across different industries (i.e. hotel and restaurant) (3) pricing 
control, or the creation and advancement of optimal pricing strategies (Kimes, 2003). 
By analyzing the characteristics that contributed to the airline and hotel industry’s 
successful revenue management practices, Kimes (1989) developed pre-requisites for revenue 
management to be successful in other industries such as sports (Drayer et al., 2012).  Kimes 
(1989) associated six key pre-requisites with effective revenue management: (a) segmentable 




inventory—the product of services provided cannot be used at a later time. For example, if an 
athletic department sells tickets for an upcoming away game against a rival opponent, they 
cannot resell or reuse those unsold tickets after the game is already over; the opportunity for 
people to watch that particular game perishes immediately after the game ends. (c) Products sold 
in advance – in essence, the ability to sell in advance provides firms with the opportunity to sell 
their products and services for a lower price, while also charging higher prices for customers 
who choose to purchase at later dates or times. (d) fluctuating demands –depending on factors 
such as time of year, day of the event, and weather, revenue management helps to increase 
opportunities for customers through decreasing prices; conversely, revenue management allows 
for firms to increase prices, when the opportunity to receive a certain service or product is in 
high demand. (e) Low marginal sales cost—once a product or service is already established or 
provided, the cost of producing additional products or services should be relatively low. For 
example, once a hotel company creates infrastructure, hires employees, and sells a certain 
number of rooms, the cost of selling an additional room is relatively low. (f) High marginal 
production – once a firm has run out of inventory, it would of great cost for a company to 
reproduce that product or service; for example, if all the rooms in a hotel were booked, the 
company would need to create an infrastructure with more rooms in order to meet a higher 
demand, which would be extremely costly (Kimes, 1989).  
Drayer et al. (2012) argued that revenue management theory is applicable to sports 
inventory such as season tickets because it satisfies all six of Kime’s (1989) key prerequisites. 
Moreover, most athletic departments have tied the ability to purchase season tickets directly to 
required athletic donations levels (Mahony et al., 2003). As a result, the ability to purchase 




between season ticket eligibility and required donations levels suggest that is appropriate to 
apply Kime’s (1989) revenue management theory to tiered reward levels in the same manner as 
it has been applied to season tickets. 
It is commonplace for practitioners in the sports industry to implement dynamic pricing 
strategies in order to create optimal prices for single-game and season tickets (Rishe & 
Mondello, 2004), corporate sponsor naming rights (Popp et al., 2016), and sponsorship apparel 
deals (Jensen et al., 2016). However, researchers have not yet published pricing literature that 
examines and evaluates pricing strategies for the different tiered reward systems within 
intercollegiate athletic departments. As a result, this research seeks to examine and evaluate the 
strategies behind the tiered reward systems currently used to incentivize donors and generate 




CHAPTER 3: METHODS OF STUDY
To address RQ1, data encompassing the total number of tiered reward levels and 
minimum price requirements for each tiered reward level was compiled from a sample of NCAA 
Division I FBS athletic programs (n =121) across the nation. Once all of the data was collected, 
SPSS, a statistical software, was used to analyze the descriptive statistics of the tiered reward 
levels for the sample set. During this time, all measures of central tendency (mean, median, 
mode) and measures of variance (range, standard deviation, variance) were examined and 
recorded. In all, an analysis of descriptive statistics were used to describe the current state of 
tiered reward systems used by Division I FBS athletic programs.  
 To answer RQ2, 24 independent variables were collected from previous literature 
pertaining to the value of other sport inventory such as tickets (Mondello & Rishe, 2004), 
corporate sponsor naming rights (Popp et al., 2016), and sponsorship apparel deals (Jensen et al., 
2016). It is important to note that the 24 independent variables collected were from the 
aforementioned sources because there currently is not published research or a known empirical 
analysis that has identified variables that analyze tiered reward systems within intercollegiate 
athletic departments. 
After identifying and categorizing the wide variety of independent variables, numerical 
data for each of the variables were collected through the following sources: The average 
household income and metropolitan statistical area (Popp et al., 2016; Jensen et al., 2016) was 
collected through www.census.gov. All-time wins and historical win percentage (Popp et al., 




collected through ncaa.org. All-time average home attendance (Groza, 2010; Jensen et al., 2016) 
data for both football and men’s basketball were compiled using ncaa.org. The total football and 
basketball stadium/arena capacity (Price & Sen, 2003; Jensen et al., 2016), and percent capacity 
filled (Fizel & Bennett, 1989, Groza, 2010; Jensen et al., 2016) was collected though 
stats.ncaa.org. The enrollment size (Popp et al., 2016; Jensen et al., 2016) of each respective 
university was attained through each institution’s university websites. Further, the age of the 
football and basketball programs (Price & Sen, 2003; Jensen et al., 2016) were identified through 
stats.ncaa.org. The “Power Five” status (Jensen et al., 2016) of an institution was identified 
through ncaa.com. The number of professional teams in the metropolitan statistical area of an 
institution (Popp et al., 2016) was collected from sportsfacts.org. Moreover, the total football 
bowl appearances and men’s basketball NCAA tournament appearances (Groza, 2010; Price & 
Sen, 2003; Jensen et al., 2016) data were collected through mcubed.net. Data for the total amount 
of student-athletes at a Division I athletic program (Jensen et al., 2016) was identified through 
the Equity in Athletic Disclosure Act (EADA). National university rankings (Jensen et al., 2016) 
were identified through usnews.com. Furthermore, data for the total number of donors at a 
university (Stinson & Howard, 2008), and the university endowment (Gottfried & Johnson, 
2006), was collected through the Council for Advancement and Support of Education (CASE) 
The annual contribution revenue was collected through the USA Today database. Finally, once 
all of the data was collected, it was then stored electronically into an SPSS file.  
Regression analysis literature has indicated that one independent variable should be 
selected for every 10-15 observations in a study (Austin & Steyerberg, 2015; Harrell Jr., 2015). 
Because the sample size was slightly over 100 observations (n=101), only 10 variables could be 




high levels of collinearity aided in narrowing the number of independent variables down to only 
10 variables. This was done through the utilization of a Pearson correlation matrix table via 
SPSS. For example, there was a statistically significant relationship between the metropolitan 
statistical area and the average household median income (p =.016). Similarly, there is a 
relationship between football stadium capacity and average attendance (p < .005). After 
assessing all 24 independent variables for high levels of collinearity (p < .05), the majority of 
variables were eliminated, and only 10 were selected for the remainder of the study (see Table 
1).  
To continue, each of the 10 independent variables were placed into one of the following 
five categories: (1) performance-related, (2) historic-related, (3) market-related, (4) institution-
related, (5) and athletic department-related. Variables reflective of performance included all-time 
number of football bowl game appearances and men’s basketball NCAA tournament 
appearances. The historic-related variables included both the total number of years an institution 
has fielded a football team, and the total number of years an institution has had a men’s 
basketball program. Market-related factors included median household income, and a 
dichotomous variable related to the whether an institution has a professional team in their 
respective metropolitan statistical area. The institution-related variable utilized was university 
enrollment size. Lastly, athletic department-related variables utilized were annual athletic 
department contribution revenue, the total number of varsity student-athletes at an institution, 
and a dichotomous variable related to whether an institution is within one of the “Power 5” 
conferences–Atlantic Coast Conference, Southeastern Conference, Big Ten Conference, Big 12 




Next, a multiple regression analysis was utilized to assess whether any of the 10 
independent variables were statistically significant predictors of the quantity of tiered reward 
levels. It is important to note that the multicollinearity diagnostics were utilized during the 
analysis to identify any issues of multicollinearity in the model. The dependent variable for the 
model was the total number of tiered reward levels. The results of this regression analysis 
identify whether any of the independent variables predict the variance in the total number of 
tiered reward levels at an institution. These research findings are illustrated in Table 5. 
To address RQ 3, a multiple regression analysis was also conducted. The results of this 
analysis identify whether any of the independent variables predict the variance in the tiered 
reward minimum price requirements. The dependent variable for the model is the mean value of 
tiered reward minimum price requirements. The 10 independent variables identified in Table 1 
were also utilized in the analysis. Lastly, a final predictive model was created by running a 
multiple regression analysis with only the independent variables found statistically significant in 






Variables Definitions  
Final Independent Variables Used (n = 10) 
 
 


















Age of Football Program 
 
 



















Annual Athletic Contribution Revenues 
 
 
The total amount of students (undergraduate and 
graduate) attending the university or college during the 
2017-2018 academic year. 
 
The average household income within the MSA 
population in which the university or college is located. 
Data reflected of 2018.  
 
The presence of a professional organization/team-NFL, 
NBA, MLB, NHL- within the same MSA as the 
university or college. This is a categorical variable that 
receives a 1 if there the presences of a pro team, and a 0, 
if they do not.  
 
Total participants on a men’s and women’s varsity team 
at Division I athletic program during the 2017-2018 
academic year.  
 
Total number of years since the founding of the Division 
I football program, as of the year 2018. 
 
Total number of years since the founding of the Division 
I men’s basketball program, as of year 2018. 
 
 
All-time number of appearances at a Division I NCAA 
Tournament Appearances, as of the 2017-2018 season. 
 
 
All-time number of appearances at a Division I college 
football bowl game, as of the 2017-2018 season. 
 
Universities that are within the highest level of collegiate 
football. These include all schools in the ACC, SEC, Big 
10, Big 12, PAC 10. This is a categorical variable that 
receives a 1 if the institution has Power Five status, and a 




Total monetary amount of donations received by a 





The fourth and fifth research questions were addressed by utilizing a multiple regression 
analysis; For RQ4, the dependent variable in the model was the mean value for minimum tiered 
reward minimum price requirements. The independent variable in the model was annual 
contribution revenue. All other variables, identified in Table 1, were controlled in the model. For 
RQ5, the dependent variable utilized was the total number of tiered reward levels. Similar to the 
previous research question, the independent variable in the model was the total annual 
contribution revenue. All other variables were controlled for during the regression analysis. In 
all, this statistical procedure was used to identify whether there is statistical significance between 






Descriptive Statistics  
Thoroughly answering RQ1, the analysis of descriptive statistics, located in Tables 2-4, 
illustrate the current structure of tiered reward levels and prices across the NCAA Division I FBS 
institutions sampled (n = 121). The results of this analysis revealed the mean number of tiered 
reward levels across the sample is approximately 9 tiers (M = 8.85, SD = 2.08). The range for the 
total number of tiered reward levels is 15. The University of Buffalo has only 4 tiered reward 
levels, which is the lowest among all institutions in the sample set. In contrast, the institution 
with the highest number of tiered reward levels in the entire sample set is Duke University, 
which has a total of 19 tiered reward levels. To continue, the median and mode is 9 tiered reward 
levels, which is identical to the mean value (See Table 2). In essence, this indicates that the 
distribution of tiered reward levels is an approximately symmetrical distribution curve. Further, it 
is of interest to note that the measures of central tendency for Power 5 institutions (n =61) and 
the non-Power 5 institutions (n = 60) are relatively similar. To explain, the mean for Power 5 
institutions is 8.77 (SD = 2.37), or approximately 9 tiers, and the mean for non-Power 5 
institutions is 8.81 (SD = 1.75) or approximately 9 tiers. Similarly, the median and mode for 
tiered reward levels is 9 for both the non-Power 5 and Power 5 institutions.  
TABLE 2 
Descriptive Statistics- Total Tiered Reward Levels 
Total DLT        
N 121   
Mean 8.85   
Median 9   




Std. Deviation 2.08   
Variance 4.328   
Range 15   
Minimum 4   
Maximum 19     
Of note, the mean values between the Power 5 Conferences differed. For instance, the 
Pac-12 has a mean of 8 tiered reward levels (M = 8.45, SD = 1.44), which is the lowest among 
Power 5 conferences. The conference with the highest mean value of tiered reward levels is the 
ACC, at about 10 tiered reward levels (M = 9.93, SD = 3.100). It is also important to note that 
Notre Dame, the only independent FBS institution with Power 5 status, had measure of central 
tendencies lower than that of other FBS institutions. In fact, the Notre Dame has 6 tiered reward 
levels, which is far below the median value of the ACC (which is nine) (their non-football 
affiliated conference), and lower than that of other private institutions (which is eight).  
Overall, most athletic departments structured their tiered reward systems to contain between 8 to 
10 tiered reward levels, which accounts for 58% of the sample set. These similarities were 
relatively consistent regardless of the type of institutions (public or private), and status as a 
Power 5 or non-Power 5 institution. It is important to note that this consistency was also found 
regardless of the large variation in the characteristics of institutions in the sample set. For 
example, some institutions are surrounded in metropolitan statistical areas that have a household 
median income of only $22,000, while other institutions are in areas that have a household 
median income of about $112,000. To continue, there are several institutions in the sample set 
that created a football program within the last eight years (University of Texas- San Antonio), 
while others, such as the University of Kentucky, have had football programs that have existed 
for over 135 years. The implications of this observation are further discussed in Chapter 5.  
 Next, an analysis of descriptive statistics for tiered reward prices was examined across all 




lowest tier level is about $92 (M = 92.26, SD = 103.55). The median and mode is $100 for the 
lowest tier. Across both Power 5 and Non-Power 5 institutions, the median and the mode value 
for the lowest tier was also $100. Although the median and mode values were similar, the mean 
price values for the lowest tier varied across Power 5 and Non-Power 5 institutions. The mean 
price value for the lowest tier within Power 5 conferences was about $86 (M = 86.28, SD = 
56.43) while the mean price value for lowest tier at the Non-Power 5 institutions was $98 
(M=98.33, SD = 136). In addition, the lowest tier mean price value also varied among 
conferences. Notably, the SEC’s lowest tier price value has a mean of about $70 (M = 69.71, SD 
= 39.30), which is the lowest of all Power 5 conferences sampled. Of note, the Mid-Atlantic 
Conference’s mean price value for their lowest tier level is about $172 (M = 171.89, SD = 
314.07), which is the highest mean value among any conference sampled across Non-Power 5 
and Power 5 institutions. To continue, the range price value for the lowest tier level across all 
institutions sampled (n = 121) is $999. Several institutions such as the University of Kentucky, 
Oklahoma State University, and the University of Texas San-Antonio currently have their lowest 
tier priced at $1. In contrast, the University of Buffalo prices their lowest tier at $1000, which is 
the most expensive among all institutions in the sample set.  
 
TABLE 3 
Descriptive Statistics- Tiered Reward Prices by Tier Level 





T1 121 1 1000 92.2562 999 103.55108 10722.825 
T2 121 50 3500 329.2975 3450 421.51626 177675.961 
T3 121 145 5200 813.8017 5055 941.46451 886355.427 
T4 121 290 15000 1756.198 14710 2088.07537 4360058.76 
T5 120 430 25000 3358.25 24570 3579.74312 12814560.78 
T6 117 660 75000 6140.043 74340 7881.5663 62119087.28 
T7 107 1430 100000 10667.43 98570 11374.84713 129387147.3 
T8 95 1650 100000 17781.26 98350 14962.73102 223883319.7 




T10 37 3575 100000 30907 96425 24277.83973 589413501.9 
T11 20 7500 100000 38080 92500 29890.44206 893438526.3 
T12 11 10000 510000 80912.36 500000 144778.1174 20960703281 
T13 4 16000 69000 41250 53000 27146.20907 736916666.7 
T14 2 20000 30000 25000 10000 7071.06781 50000000 
T15 2 25000 60000 42500 35000 24748.73734 612500000 
T16 1 30000 30000 30000    
T17 1 53260 53260 53260    
T18 1 77658 77658 77658    
T19 1 100000 100000 100000       
 
The measures of central tendency and variance were also assessed for the highest tiered reward 
levels among the institutions sampled (n =121). To begin, the mean price for the highest tier 
level is approximately $32,905 (M = 32,905.18, SD = 25,077.28). The mode price value is 
$25,000, which is identical across both Power 5 and Non-Power 5 institutions. It is of interest to 
note that the mean price values differ between Power 5 and non-Power 5 institutions. 
In fact, the mean price value for highest tier level within Power 5 conferences is about $38,648 
(M = 38,647.81, SD = 26,509.95) while the mean price value for the Non-Power 5 institutions is 
$27,163 (M = 27,162.55, SD =22,328.18). The SEC has the lowest mean price value at about 
$31,756 (M = 31,755.76, SD = 32,624.14), which is the lowest of all Power 5 conferences 
sampled. In contrast, The Big Ten Conference contained the highest mean price value for the 
highest tier among all Power 5 conferences at about $78,514 (M = 78,514.54, SD = 143,769.37).  
Differences were also found among the measures of central tendencies between the private and 
public institutions sampled in the model. To explain, the mean value for private institutions was 
approximately $44,750 (M =44,750.00, SD = 25,429.20), while the mean for public institutions 
was $36,058 (M = 36,057.75, SD 52,599.68). In regards to the measures of variability, the range 
price values for the highest tier level across all institutions sampled (n = 121) is $98,350. The 




In contrast, several institutions such as Oklahoma State, Texas Tech, and Duke University have a 
cost of $100,000, which is the highest price value among all institutions sampled.  
To analyze RQ2, the sampled institutions (n =121) were divided into four quartiles based 
on the level of annual contribution revenue (see Table 4). A descriptive statistics analysis 
revealed that there generally was an increase in the total number of tiered reward levels from 
Quartile 1 (8.50) to Quartile 2 (8.93) to Quartile 3 (9.28). As illustrated in Table 4, the range for 
the tiered reward price values also increased successively from Quartile 1 to Quartile 3. 
TABLE 4 
Descriptive Statistics- Tiered Reward Prices by Annual Contribution Level 
Group TotalTiers Range ($) MeanMins ($) 
Group 1 (n = 24) Mean 8.5 23353.92 5338.51 
($0-$3M) Std. Deviation 1.79371 21292.8459 3771.20009      
Group 2 (n =27) Mean 8.93 30428.85 7149.4 
($3M-$10M) Std. Deviation 1.59147 24198.1067 5114.01386      
Group 3 (n = 29) Mean 9.28 57057.76 11105.85 
($10M-$30M) Std. Deviation 1.60126 90734.4753 10211.64182      
Group 4 (n = 21) Mean 8.29 28576.9 7221.76 
($30M+) Std. Deviation 1.84778 28601.7614 5056.18226 
  Mean 8.7921 36008.5446 7870.1439 
 
As seen in Table 4, the institutions that generated between $3-10 million dollars (Group 
1) in annual contribution revenue had a mean price about $1,811 higher than institutions that 
generated less than $3 million (Group 1). Following a similar upward trend, institutions that 
received over $10-30 million (Group 3) in annual contribution revenue had a mean price about 
$3,956 higher than institutions that received $3-10 million annually (Group 2). While there is an 




tiered reward levels and the mean price values from Group 3 to Group 4. For example, the 
average number of tiers for institutions in Group 3 is 9.28, but for Group 4 it is actually 8.79. 
Similarly, the mean for the tiered reward price values for Group 3 is approximately $10,212, but 
the mean for Group 4 is only around $5,056. In all, the results appear to indicate that the 
institutions that make over $30 million in annual contribution revenue, actually provide less 
tiered reward levels and charge less per tier level than institutions that makes less than $30 
million in annual contribution revenue. The implications of these results are further discussed in 
the following chapter. In all, the descriptive statistics provide a detailed analysis of the current 
landscape of tiered reward systems at the Division I FBS institutions, which thoroughly 
addresses RQ 1 and RQ 2. 
To address RQ 3, a multiple regression analysis was performed to assess which 
independent variables, detailed in Table 1, predict the variance in the amount of tiered reward 
levels at Division I FBS institutions. The total number of tiered reward levels at an institution 
was utilized as the dependent variable. Ultimately, the results reflected in Table 5 reveal that 
none of the independent variables were statistically significant predictors of variance in the 
amount of tiered reward levels (F(11,89) = .455, p = .926). The implications of these results are 
discussed in Chapter 5.  
TABLE 5 
Multiple Regression Analysis 





  B Std. Error Beta   
 (Constant) 9.099 1.504  6.049 0.000 
 POWER 0.028 0.691 0.008 0.040 0.968 
 ProMarket -0.480 0.528 -0.107 -0.908 0.366 
 TOTATHLETES -0.002 0.002 -0.174 -1.187 0.238 
 ENROLL 3.394E-05 0.000 0.164 1.155 0.251 
 MEDINCOME 5.719E-06 0.000 0.049 0.402 0.688 




 YearsBB -0.011 0.023 -0.149 -0.485 0.629 
 YEARSFB 0.009 0.015 0.175 0.576 0.566 
 FBBOWL -0.006 0.019 -0.051 -0.290 0.773 
 Annual Contribution 
Revenues 
-1.233E-08 0.000 -0.113 -0.624 0.534 
Dependent Variable: Total Tiered Reward 
Levels 
    
 
A multiple regression analysis was conducted to thoroughly address RQ 4. The 
dependent variable for this model was the mean value for tiered reward minimum price 
requirements. The 10 independent variables previously utilized were identical to those in Table 
1.  As noted in Table 6, the results indicate that several variables were statistically significant in 
predicting the variance in tiered reward level pricing (F(10,90) = 4.348, p < .005). These 
variables included university enrollment (t = 2.549, p =.0013), all-time NCAA men’s basketball 
tournament appearances (t =3.988, p < .005), and all-time college football bowl game 
appearances (t = -2.023, p =.046). It is important to note that the seven other independent 
variables were not statistical predictors of variance in tiered reward level pricing, as illustrated in 
Table 6. 
TABLE 6 
Multiple Regression Analysis 
 Unstan. Coefficients Stan. 
Coefficien
ts 
t Sig. Collinearity 
Statistics 
 B Std. Error Beta   Tolerance VIF 
(Constant) 8884.126 4022.154  2.209 0.030   
On Field Performance        
MBB NCAA 
APP 
254.335 63.298 0.449 4.018 0.000 0.601 1.664 
FB BOWLAPP -140.451 66.340 -0.311 -2.117 0.037 0.348 2.873 
Historic Related        
YearsBB -54.925 30.103 -0.227 -1.825 0.071 0.484 2.066 






       
Enrollment 0.263 0.103 0.305 2.565 0.012 0.529 1.892 
Market Related        
ProMarket -1314.602 1815.558 -0.072 -0.724 0.471 0.756 1.323 
MEDINCOME -0.062 0.046 -0.130 -1.355 0.179 0.809 1.236 
Department 
Related 
       
Annual Cont 
Rev. 
-4.422E-05 0.000 -0.099 -0.652 0.516 0.322 3.109 
Power 5 status 2909.379 2387.687 0.208 1.218 0.226 0.256 3.906 
Total Athletes -7.558 5.306 -0.172 -1.424 0.158 0.513 1.950 
Dependent Variable: Mean value for Minimum Tiered Reward Prices 
 
The results of a final model utilizing only the three independent variables revealed that 
enrollment, all-time NCAA men’s basketball appearances, and all-time football bowl game 
appearances, were statistically significant in predicting tiered reward level pricing (F(3,96) = 
10.581, p < .005). This model predicted about 25% of the variance in tiered reward level pricing 
(R2 = 24.8). In particular, the university enrollment variable, (t = 2.018, p =.046), predicts the 
mean price for tiered reward levels will increase by about 18 cents for every student at an 
institution (B = .176). To continue, the variable reflecting all-time NCAA men’s basketball 
tournament appearances was significant, (t = 4.977, p <.005), with a mean price increase of $271 
for each year that an NCAA appearance was made (B = 271.167). Lastly, the variable 
representing all-time football bowl game appearances was significant (t = -2.221, p = .029) in 
predicting that the mean price value for tiered reward levels decreases by $105.40 for every year 






Final Predictive Model 





t Sig. Collinearity 
Statistics 
  B Std. Error Beta   Toleranc
e 
VIF 
 (Constant) 2138.459 1686.853  1.268 0.208   
 ENROLL 0.176 0.087 0.204 2.027 0.045 0.761 1.314 
 NCAA APP 272.954 53.837 0.482 5.070 0.000 0.854 1.170 
 FBBOWL -106.330 47.123 -0.235 -2.256 0.026 0.710 1.409 
 
A multiple regression analysis was also conducted to assess RQ 5. The results reveal that 
there is no relationship between the mean value of minimum tiered reward levels and annual 
donation level revenues, when controlling for other independent variables  (t= -.662, p = .510). 
Similar to the previous research question, RQ 6 required utilizing a multiple regression analysis 
to assess the relationship between the total number of tiered reward levels and the annual 
contribution revenues. When controlling for other independent variables, the results revealed that 
there is no relationship between these variables (t= -.624, p = .534). A detailed illustration can be 
viewed in Table 8 and Table 9. 
 
TABLE 8 
Multiple Regression Analysis 









-.103b -0.662 0.510 -0.070 0.318 
a. Dependent Variable: MeanMin 
b. Predictors in the Model: (Constant), FB BOWLAPP, ProMarket, MEDINCOME, NCAA 









Multiple Regression Analysis  









-.113b -0.624 0.534 -0.066 0.318 
a. Dependent Variable: Total DLT (TDL) 
b. Predictors in the Model: (Constant), FB BOWLAPP, ProMarket, MEDINCOME, NCAA 







Summary and managerial implications 
Given that there is no prior literature for tiered reward systems in college athletics, this 
study’s first contribution is that it provides a basis for understanding the current structure and 
pricing strategies of tiered reward systems. The results of RQ1 revealed that about 58% of 
Division I FBS intercollegiate athletic departments in the sample set had structured their number 
of tiered reward levels between 8 to 10 tiers. This result was consistent across the type of 
institution (public or private) and the institutions status (Power 5 or non-Power5). Among many 
reasons, the consistency in the number of tiered reward levels in the study could indicate that 
institutions are simply modeling after each other’s practices, rather than creating their own 
model.  In sociological theory, this concept is referred to as mimetic isomorphism, where an 
organization models themselves after the processes or strategies of other organizations that are 
perceived to be beneficial (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). According to Demers (2007), mimetic 
isomorphism is a trend that universities and colleges are also susceptible to.  In essence, it is a 
result of uncertainty or ambiguity over a particular process or strategy (DiMaggio & Powell, 
1983). In the case of tiered reward systems, ambiguity may result from the notion that, to our 
knowledge, there is not fundraising literature or known empirical analysis within intercollegiate 
athletics that examine tiered reward systems.  
Further analysis of the descriptive statistics also reveals several findings about the current 
pricing of tiered reward systems. To start, the results indicate that the majority of institutions 




of institution (public or private) and the institutions status (Power 5 or non-Power5). However, it 
is interesting to note that several universities such as the University of Kentucky and the 
University of Virginia, priced their lowest tier price at only $1. While relatively unique in 
comparison to the majority of institutions sampled, this pricing strategy allows for greater 
financial affordability, which provides a greater ability for more donors to purchase benefits. 
This low-pricing strategy was popularized in 1934, when Clemson University’s athletic 
department created the “I Pay Ten a Year”, otherwise known as IPTAY (“Welcome to IPTAY”, 
2015). According to Clemson, their strategy to have donors only pay $10 a year to become a 
member has created for a long history of giving by Clemson donors (“Welcome to IPTAY”, 
2015).  Although Clemson has attributed their fundraising success to IPTAY, further empirical 
analysis is needed to confirm whether this low-pricing strategy is advantageous for Clemson and 
other institutions.  
The results of RQ2 reveal that institutions that received higher annual contribution 
revenue levels typically have more tiered reward levels and charge higher prices per level than 
institutions that received lower annual contribution revenue levels. However, this upward trend 
was found true up until the examination of the institutions that generated over $30 million 
(Quartile 4). In fact, the institutions that received over $30 million dollars (Quartile 4) in annual 
contribution revenue, actually have less tiered reward levels than institutions that received less 
than $30 million in annual contribution revenue (see Table 4). Contrary to what one may believe, 
this finding reveals that the institutions that received the highest annual contribution revenue, 
which were mainly power 5 institutions, did not have the most tier levels and did not have the 
highest prices per tier. Consistent with this finding, this the descriptive statistics previously 




institutions. In terms of the number of tiered reward levels, the results of RQ2 support the 
findings of a previous crowdfunding study that also indicated that the entities with the highest 
contribution revenue did not necessarily offer the most tiered reward levels (Chen et al., 2016). 
Rather, researchers have found that the number of tiered reward levels should be at a minimum 
in order to maximize revenue; it is suggested that it is more effective to focus on the quality of 
the rewards, rather than the quantity of benefits/tiers (Chen et al., 2016). While this has been 
found true in other studies within the crowdfunding industry, additional data is needed to 
examine whether tiered reward systems within athletic departments can generate more revenue 
by keeping their tiered reward levels to a minimum.   
 In effort to address RQ3, the results of this study indicated that there currently is no 
relationship between the total number of tiered reward levels and the 10 variables utilized in this 
study. This may seem quite surprising, as the range in market factors between institutions varied 
greatly; for example, some institutions are located in areas that have household median incomes 
five times larger than the household median income areas of other institutions. Overall, the lack 
of relationship between the number of tier levels and the 10 market variables supports the 
possibility that institutions are mimicking other institutions processes when determining how 
many tiered reward levels they provide. While memetic isomorphism may seem like a 
convenient and low-risk strategy, its certainty does have other notable implications. To explain, 
mimicking behavior itself is more attributed to the universality of a process rather than it being 
grounded in empirical evidence (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). This lack of empirical analysis 
leads to the uncertainty of whether the adopted process actually improves efficiency. Principally, 
the uncertainty as to the efficiency of structure the tiered reward levels may pose challenges for 




utilization of market factors or analytics, it is difficult for athletic departments to improve their 
fundraising strategies, let alone confirm the effectiveness of their current strategies.  It is for this 
reason that athletic departments should consider the use of market factors, as it will provide a 
more holistic understanding of whether having a certain number of tier levels can aid in reaching 
their fundraising objectives.  
 Athletic departments should also consider the use of empirical analysis/market factors 
when determining the number of tiered reward levels because of the nature of donor motivations. 
To explain, prior literature has indicated that donor motivations are primarily transactional 
(Mahoney et al., 2003; Wells et al., 2005). Since donors expect to receive tangible benefits for 
their contribution, it may serve athletic departments well to consider the number of incentives/ 
tiered reward levels that they provide. During the 2017-2018 academic year, Virginia Tech’s 
athletic department added three new tiered reward levels, which came with new incentives that 
included VIP travel experiences and the ability to fully fund in-state and out-of-state student-
athlete scholarships. Similarly, Oklahoma University’s athletic department increased their 
number of tiered reward levels from 7 to 10 tiers for the 2018-2019 academic year, requesting 
higher donation amounts in exchange for new exclusive incentives such as customizable 
experiences and special gifts. Although seemingly advantageous, the efficiency of adding tiered 
reward levels will remain unclear until athletic departments consider the utilization of market 
factors. The utilization of these factors would also require athletic departments to experiment 
with changing the number of tiered reward level/incentives they provide. While there is risk 
associated, experimenting would provide institutions with the empirical evidence to know what 
strategies generate the most revenue. It is for this reason that athletic departments should 




they may not have the ability to leverage all market factors to their advantage. For example, a 
university or college is unable to move to a larger metropolitan statistical area to generate higher 
levels of annual contribution revenue. Similarly, an institution may not have any discretion over 
what professional sport leagues are located in their area. Although athletic departments may not 
be able to leverage all market factors, the use of market factors can aid practitioners in their 
decision-making process when determining the structure of tiered reward levels.   
 RQ4 revealed that the current market is showing a relationship between several 
variables–men’s basketball tournament appearances, men’s football bowl game appearances, and 
university enrollment— and the tiered reward prices. The final predictive model indicated that 
these variables account for about 25% of the variance in tiered reward prices. These results 
indicated that there is a positive effect between men’s basketball tournament appearances and 
tiered reward pricing. As seen in the unstandardized coefficient, the mean price increases $271 
for each year that an NCAA appearance was made (B = 271.167). While further empirical 
analysis is needed to confirm, the finding that men’s basketball tournament appearances can be 
utilized to predict tiered reward prices may indirectly be due to an increase in demand for tickets. 
After all, prior researchers have indicated that there is a correlation between ticket sales and 
performance in football and men’s basketball. (Koch, 1971; Raiborn, 1978; Sigelman & 
Bookheimer, 1983). Given that donors are primarily motivated to donate for season ticket-related 
benefits (Mahoney et al., 2003; Wells et al., 2005), which can only be accessed through meeting 
certain donation level requirements (Gladden et al., 2005), athletic departments may respond to 
increased demand for tickets by raising their minimum donation level prices. On another note, 
the variable reflecting institutional-related market factors (university enrollment) also indicated a 




cent increase in the mean price for every student at an institution (B = .176). While additional 
data is needed to confirm, the positive effect between enrollment size and tiered reward prices 
may in part, be due to the concept that areas with large enrollment sizes typically have elite 
athletic programs (McEvoy et al., 2013). This is certainly the case for public institutions such as 
the Ohio State University, Penn State University and the Michigan State University, who all have 
top athletic programs and large enrollment sizes. Previous research has stated that large 
enrollment sizes and strong universities revenues can lead to a greater investment on athletics 
and therefore, greater athletic success (McEvoy et al., 2013). As mentioned previously, athletic 
departments may increase donation level prices as a result of increased demand stemming from 
increased athletic success. Without further empirical analysis, this notion has yet to be 
confirmed.   
To continue, men’s football bowl game appearances had a negative effect in relation to 
tiered reward prices. This was rather surprising based on a priori expectations, as one may 
assume that there is a positive relationship between performance-related factors and tiered 
reward prices; after all, the men’s basketball tournaments appearances variable indicated a 
positive effect on tiered reward prices. Given that football bowl game appearances have not, to 
our knowledge, been examined in relation to tiered reward pricing prior to this study, it is unclear 
as to why there is a negative effect. This negative relationship associated with the football bowl 
game appearances doesn’t exactly align with the findings of previous studies, which indicate that 
football success leads to higher demands for tickets sales (Koch, 1971; Raiborn, 1978; Sigelman 
& Bookheimer, 1983) and higher levels of athletic contributions (Sigelman & Bookheimer, 
1983; Humphreys & Mondello, 2007; McEvoy et al., 2013). This finding also doesn’t support 




increase in prices. Given this misalignment with prior literature and basic economic theory, one 
may surmise that development teams are simply not structuring their prices in a market-driven 
way. In further examination of this notion, a sub analysis of Oklahoma athletic departments, 
which has the 5th highest number of bowl appearances in the sample set, was conducted. 
Ultimately, the findings of this sub analysis revealed that there is also no statistically significant 
relationship between their total number of athletic donors at each tier level and their tiered 
reward prices per level (t= -2.133, p = .065). This lack of association between demand (number 
of donors per level) and tiered reward prices further supports the notion that market factors are 
not being considered when pricing tiered reward systems. 
The results of RQ 5 indicate that there is no statistically significant relationship between 
the total number of tiers and annual contribution revenue (see Table 8). On a similar note, the 
findings of research question 6 revealed that there is no statistically significant relationship 
between the mean prices per tier and annual contribution revenue (see Table 9). While further 
analysis is needed to confirm, these results appear to indicate that the market for tiered reward 
systems is not in alignment with maximizing annual contribution revenue. These findings 
combined with the lack of evidence in the utilization of market factors raise an area of concern 
for fundraisers within intercollegiate athletics. Overall, it is difficult for athletic departments to 
examine their effectiveness and improve their fundraising strategies without the utilization of 
market factors or analytics. Given that less than 10% of athletic departments are self-sufficient 
(Berkowitz & Schnaars, 2017), it is within reason to argue that most athletic departments should 
consider the use of market-driven factors in their tiered reward systems.  Ultimately, this may 
allow for athletic departments to help improve their fundraising strategies and offset rising 




Delimitations and future research  
This exploratory study contained several major limitations. As for most multiple 
regression analysis, the final regression model indicated that the market factors utilized in the 
study did not explain the total variance in tiered reward prices, as the	𝑅" value was only .248. 
This means that 75 percent of the variance in tiered reward systems was not explained in the 
model. In addition, this study only tested 10 variables in the model due to the limitations of 
observations. It is for this reason that future studies should consider examining additional market 
variables. Another major implication of this study was that the data for several potential 
independent variables was not accessible, which would have been helpful in assessing the 
effectiveness of pricing strategy for tiered reward levels, if provided. Specifically, this study 
accounted for neither the number nor value of gifts provided per given level at their respective 
institutions. In terms of future research, collecting and analyzing additional variables would 
provide for a more holistic assessment of tiered reward systems within intercollegiate athletics.  
 To continue, not all NCAA Division I FBS institutions were included in the study due to 
the lack of access to information pertaining to their tiered reward systems. In part, this is due to 
the fact that not all institutions utilize tiered reward systems. For example, the University of 
Michigan’s athletic department offers a priority point system that allows donors to select from a 
wide variety of incentives based on their earned point value that contingent on alumni status, 
donation given, varsity letterman status and other factors. This concept is starkly different than 
most NCAA Division I FBS institutions, where donors receive a set group of incentives provided 
to all who donate a specified amount. This difference in fundraising practices resulted in the 
omittance of Michigan, and other institutions from the study, therefore not reflecting the entire 




data for tiered reward systems, but were excluded from the multiple regression analysis because 
the data for several of the independent variables could not be accessed. For example, difficulty of 
access to data related to annual contributions, occurred when examining private institutions such 
as Duke or Notre Dame, as many private institutions do not provide all financial information for 
public use. In all, this difference in certain institutions not having tiered reward systems or 
unavailable data means that not all institutions were represented in the model, and therefore, the 
study is not fully representative of the entire population of interest.  
Another direction for future research is to survey development officers asking for their 
rational behind their strategies for structuring and pricing tiered reward systems. In contrast to 
this study’s quantitative approach, future researchers should consider taking a qualitative or mix-
methods approach. In essence, a survey would provide unveil a greater understanding for the 
current strategies, which currently lack evidence in the use of market factors. Lastly, future 
research should also consider assessing the benefit charts of institutions within Division II and 
Division III. This is mainly due to the fact that this study only assesses Division I, which in 
essence, may have reduced the variability in price and structure of the findings of tiered reward 
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